Isolation and characterization of mononuclear cells from various thyroid tissue specimens.
Extensive studies of humoral and cell mediated autoimmune responses to thyroid antigens have been performed in order to understand the underlying mechanisms of autoimmune thyroid disorders. Very little is known, however, about the nature of the lymphocyte subpopulations in the thyroid gland and their possible involvement in the pathogenesis of thyroid diseases. We have developed a Percoll gradient technique to separate mononuclear cells from thyroid cells of resected thyroid glands. Thyroid tissue was minced, incubated with Dispase and passed through a tissue sieve. The filtrate was layered onto a four step discontinuous Percoll gradient (densities 1.140, 1.077, 1.061, 1.030 g/ml). Thyroid cells appeared in band II and mononuclear cells in band III. Mononuclear cells were characterized using the monoclonal antibodies OKT-3, OKT-8, OKI-a and OKM-1, and the levels of these populations in peripheral blood and thyroid tissue compared. Patients have been classified by conventional clinical, immunological and histological criteria. The studies involved thyroid tissues from 8 patients with euthyroid nodular goitre, 7 patients with Graves' disease and 1 with Hashimoto's thyroiditis. In the thyroid tissue of non-autoimmune thyroid diseases we find significantly less OKT-3+ cells compared to peripheral blood. In thyroid tissue of autoimmune thyroid diseases there are significantly less OKT-8+ cells compared to peripheral blood. These preliminary results might be linked to the hypothesis of decreased suppressor T-cell activity in autoimmune thyroid disease.